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1. What are emerging drugs?



Around 1240 new 
psychoactive  
substances 2023

UNODC WDR 2024



1 Saunders et al, Curr Opin Psychiat 2017

▪ Hierarchy of substance 
use disorder DSM and 
ICD (with permission) 

Clinical taxonomies



2. What drugs are emerging in Australia?



Novel opioids: Nitazenes 

NSW Health – 24th April 
2024

• 22 detections in sentinel emergency 

department toxico-surveillance in EDNA 

monitoring 

• Found in or represented as opioids (heroin, 

oxycodone) and non-opioids (ketamine, MDMA, 

cocaine, alprazolam, 3C-P)

• Multiple routes of administration: oral, 

insufflation, inhalation, rectal, injection

• 17 deaths identified in Australia in recent 

coronial review (Darke et al 2024), additional 

recent reports from SA and Vic

• Reports of opioid dependence associated with 

nitazene use in opioid naïve (NSW, unpublished)



Nitazenes



DNet

Man N et atl. Drug Trends Bulletin Series. Sydney: National Drug and Alcohol Research Centre, UNSW Sydney; 2024. 
Available from: https://doi.org/10.26190/unsworks/30235



Novel Stimulants

• Butylone, dibutylone, dipentylone, pentylone, 

methylone.

• Dimethylpentylone

• 4-CMC

• MFPVP   

• 4FA 

NB MA – Australian high rates of disorder

VicHealth 12/01/24 

CanTest 30t/01/24CanTest 23/01/24 CanTest 12/04/24



Novel Psychedelics

Psychedelic use increasing third 

most commonly used illegal 

drug  class after cannabis and 

cocaine

• 2-CB

• 3C-P

• 2-CB vs TUSI (“pink cocaine” in 

Australia cocaine, ketamine) 

VicHealth 5/05/24 

CanTest 5/05/23

25C-NBOME and 4-FA

VicHealth 5/05/24

? Harms



Novel Benzodiazepines

• Bromazolam 

• Bromonordiazepam  

DASSA 21/04/24 

CanTest 12/09/23

Unregistered BZDs involved in 8/17  
nitazene deaths (Darke et al 2024



Ketamine analogues

Increase in imports (seizure) and use (NDSHS, 
wastewater)  
Analogues emerging (drug checking, 
toxicosurveillance) – harms unknown 
• 2-FDCK, 2-FDCNEK
• 2’-Fluoro-2-oxo-PCE / 2F-NENDCK (“CanKet”)
• Tiletamine
• CanTEST evaluation (2023)

•  57% of 81 samples expected to have 
ketamine contained ketamine

• Cheqpoint QLD (2024)
•  92%  of 65 samples expected to have 

ketamine contained ketamine

RABBITS EAT LETTUCE 
(PTA)



3. What are we doing to prepare and respond to 
emerging health harms?



Drug Alerts

Volpe et al (2023)

• Clear, concise AND relevant for wide range of stakeholders
• Minimise alert fatigue AND provide as much information as 

possible
• Trusted AND credible harm reduction source 
• Intended VS Unintended effects of alerts
• Alerts for workers AND people who use drugs 



Drug Alert Awareness & Response

Online survey N=567 

Akhurst et al (2024). Informing Drug Alerts  in Australia (IDAA) Survey: Awareness of, responses to, and preferences for 
communication of drug alerts.   Sydney: National Drug and Alcohol Research Centre, UNSW Sydney. 



RESPONDING TO NITAZENES

OAT



Under Development
Expansion of Drug Checking Options
The National Signal Register (NSR) 
• National database - emerging drugs,  drug trends, risk analysis, 

response 
“Anecdotal Moderated Contributions System”
• Moderated PWUD/public/clinician generated reports of 

unusual/unexpected effects, opportunity for data triangulation, 
public health response

?Health laboratory capacity
?Foresighting and scenario planning
?Policy reform 



CAUTIONS 

•Need for local information (avoid extrapolating 
from international and national signals)

•Divert from treatment access

•Divert from responses to high prevalence 
substance use

•Learn from the past – stigma, moral panic and 
media misrepresentation

Eg Rawestone et al 2020 ANZJPH 44(6):468-475



Conclusions

Emerging drugs of concern to watch

• Synthetic opioids (nitazenes)

• Novel benzodiazepines

• Ketamine analogues

Strengthening timely detection and response matter of 
urgency



Health is a state of complete physical, mental and 
social wellbeing, and not merely the absence of 
disease or infirmity

World Health Organization 1946
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